The Joys of Books by Acton, Richard Lord
37
The Joy of Books
RICHARD, LORD ACTON
C o n fro n ted  by  an  essay  o n  th e  im p o r­
tance of books in  m y life, I tried  to do  the  obv ious research .
"H o w  old w as I w h e n  I lea rn ed  to  read , M um m y?" I asked  
m y m other. "A b o u t four, I sh o u ld  th in k ,"  m y  m o th e r rep lied .
If th a t an sw er seem s a little vague, it is rig h t to  p o in t o u t th a t 
I am  one of ten  ch ildren . A  n ew  child  w as lea rn ing  to  read  each 
year; w h y  sh o u ld  m y o w n  effort s ta n d  out?
I tried  a n o th e r question . "W h a t w as m y first book?" M y 
m o ther could  n o t rem em ber. " I th in k  B ettine read  to  y o u ,"  she 
offered.
M y earliest years w ere  sp e n t a t o u r ancestra l hom e in  
E ngland. W e h a d  a n a n n y —m y m o th e r 's  o ld  n a n n y . A n d  th en  
w e h a d  a governess, B ettine. The aw ful tru th  is I have  no  
m em ory  of an y th in g  I read  o r h a d  read  to  m e by  m y m o th e r or 
N an n y  or Bettine before I w as six.
T hen w e took a sh ip  to  Africa a n d  w e n t to live o n  a farm  
called M 'Bebi in  S o u th ern  R hodesia (today 's  Z im babw e). T here 
I distinctly  rem em ber read in g  a book  called Our Island Story. 
The fact th a t " O u r  Islan d "  w as G reat B ritain th o u sa n d s  of m iles 
aw ay w as irrelevant. W e lived in  a colonial w arp  at M 'Bebi.
T hat year w as 1948, an d  I can recall s itting  on  th e  grass 
ou tside the  h o u se  w ith  m y b ro th e rs  a n d  sisters w hile  o u r 
m o ther read  u s  The Story of France, a n o th e r  book  abou t the  
con tinen t w e h a d  ju st left.
Time stood  still on  o u r A frican farm . The descrip tion  of 
M 'Bebi by the  g rea t novelist Evelyn W augh  — a friend  of m y 
paren ts  w h o  s tayed  w ith  u s  in  1958—serves perfectly  for any
http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol60/iss1
38
tim e b e tw een  1948 a n d  1960. H e w ro te  to  Ian  F lem ing 's w idow , 
A nn:
"Children were everywhere, no semblance of a nursery or a nanny, the 
spectacle at meals gruesome, a party-line telephone ringing all day, dreadful food, an 
ever present tremendously boring ex-naval chaplain, broken aluminium cutlery, plastic 
crockery, ants in the beds . . . .  In fact everything that normally makes Hell but 
Daphne's [my mother's] serene sanctity radiating supernatural peace. She is the most 
remarkable woman I know."
All m ore  or less tru e , except I w o u ld  d isp u te  the  plastic 
crockery. A n d  w h y  d id n 't  Evelyn W augh  m en tion  o u r books? 
I took h im  to  o u r schoolroom  m yself a n d  show ed  h im  the 
books there . H e k ep t laugh ing , because he  w as am u sed  by  the 
w ay  classics a n d  books he  d ism issed  as rubb ish  s tood  side-by- 
side.
I th in k  th a t is h o w  m y read in g  ten d e d  to be. I w o u ld  happ ily  
read  cow boy books by  Z ane G rey or C larence E. M ulford , and  
th e n  sw itch  to  The Glory That Was Greece or The Grandeur That 
Was Rome. I w as equally  th rilled  by  the  detective stories of 
A gatha  C hristie  a n d  by  Em ily B ron te 's  Wuthering Heights.
W e h a d  no  television, no  v ideo  cassette  recorder, no  com pact 
d isk , a n d  so w e read  a n d  read . I su p p o se  w e w ere  ch ild ren  of 
th e  Em pire. R udyard  K ipling a n d  R ider H aggard  w ere  great 
favorites. I d o n 't  k now  if E dgar Rice B urroughs coun ts as an 
im peria l au th o r, b u t I read  every  single T arzan  book.
A t m y board in g  sch o o l—a Jesu it school in  Salisbury (today 's 
H ara re )—w e h a d  an  excellent library. O th e r boys w ou ld  tell m e 
abou t ad v e n tu re  novelists  like H am m o n d  Innes or Neville 
Shute . I w o u ld  try  one  of th e ir books an d , if I liked it, I w ould  
read  every  book th e  au th o r w ro te. D iscovering a n ew  au th o r is 
u n d o u b ted ly  one of th e  h a p p ie s t of h u m a n  experiences.
I h a ted  school, a n d  so I lost m yself in  books. I w ou ld  w ake 
early  in  the  m o rn in g  a n d  lie u n d e r  m y m osqu ito  n e t a n d  read. 
W h en  su p p o sed ly  do ing  hom ew ork , I w o u ld  cradle m y h ead  in  
m y  arm s a n d  read  a lib rary  book h id d e n  from  th e  invigilating 
p riest. A t n ig h t I w o u ld  race th ro u g h  m y show er so as to  lie in 
b ed  a n d  read  u n til th e  ligh ts w ere  tu rn e d  off. T hen  in  the  dark  
I d ream ed  of th e  characters in  m y  book.
As I go t o lder I d id  read  a few  political books. D israeli's  Sybil 
a n d  T revor H u d d le s to n e 's  Naught For Thy Comfort tau g h t m e
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som eth ing  of poverty  in  n in e te en th  cen tu ry  E ng land  an d  
suffering u n d e r  con tem pora ry  ap arth e id . I lea rn ed  of th a t 
strange far-aw ay co n tin en t — A m erica — from  O 'H e n ry 's  sho rt 
stories an d  books like Cheaper By the Dozen.
In  m y teens I tried  to read  H em in g w ay 's  The Sun Also Rises 
b u t failed m iserably , as I have  d o n e  ever since. The books of 
G raham  G reene an d  Evelyn W augh  w ere  far m ore to m y taste . 
I th ink  I w as over-in fluenced  by  Brideshead Revisited a n d  b lam e 
it, a t least in p art, for m y later years  of id leness a t O xford.
P.G . W odehouse  w as a source of co n stan t am u sem en t. I 
have p ro fited  from  th e  advice of Jeeves a n d  jo ined  Bertie 
W ooster a t th e  D rones C lub. I have  s tayed  a t B landings C astle 
an d  accom panied  Lord E m sw orth  to see h is p rize  pig. U n ­
h ap p y  are th ey  w h o  have  m issed  the  joys of W odehouse .
Joy is a good w ord  to app ly  to books. In  Surprised By Joy, C.S. 
Lewis defined  w h a t he  m ean t by  "Joy" —" an  unsa tisfied  desire  
w hich  is itself m ore desirab le th a n  any  o th er sa tisfac tion ."  
R eading N orse  m ytho logy  w as a source of g rea t Joy to  Lew is in  
childhood.
In m y ow n  y o u th  I experienced  w h a t Lew is described . A s an  
e igh teen  year old, I lay on  the  sup rem ely  com fortable red  sofa 
in  the  d raw ing  room  at M 'Bebi read in g  I, Anastasia. The book  
w as w ritten  by  the  w o m an  w h o  claim ed to  be th e  d a u g h te r  of 
the  last Tsar of Russia. S om eth ing  ab o u t h e r tan ta liz ing  sto ry  
gave m e an  exquisite feeling I n o w  recognize as C.S. L ew is's 
"Joy ."
I d o n 't  k now  if in  the  long  ru n  th a t book  ch an g ed  m y life. 
P erhaps every  book you  read  changes you  slightly , a d d s  to 
your experience an d  know ledge. But one particu la r book  d id  
change m y life in  a h u g e  an d  d ram atic  w ay.
In 1960, I left M 'Bebi for E ng land  to  a tte n d  O xford  U n iver­
sity. For som e m o n th s  before sta rting  at U niversity , I s tayed  
w ith  m y A u n t M ia W oodruff in  L ondon . She to ld  m e a sto ry  
w hich  h ad  m y tongue  h an g in g  o u t w ith  long ing  for the  book 
concerned.
M y a u n t h a d  a friend  w h o  h a d  b een  b ro u g h t u p  in  O regon  
u n d e r the  nam e of O pal W hiteley. The child  h a d  loved  n a tu re
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a n d  an im als a n d  h a d  k e p t a d iary  abou t life in  the  lum ber 
cam ps w h ere  she  g rew  u p . She w ro te  on  b u tch e r 's  bags, scraps 
of p ap e r, an y th in g . The d iary  h a d  b een  to rn  in to  th o u sa n d s  of 
p ieces, w h ich  O pal as a y o u n g  w o m an  p ieced  to g e th e r again.
In  1920, O p a l's  d iary  w as p u b lish ed  in  A m erica a n d  w as a 
literary  sensa tion . The d iary  also w as p u b lish ed  in  E ngland, 
w h ere  O pal w as received  in  British h ig h  society a n d  sp en t the  
last sixty years  of h e r  life. O pal w as conv inced  th a t she w as n o t 
O pal W hiteley  a t all, b u t  w as Françoise de B ourbon O rléans, 
d a u g h te r  of Prince H en ri d 'O rléa n s  a n d  a d escen d an t of Louis 
P h ilippe , th e  last K ing of France.
M y a u n t h a d  k n o w n  "F ranço ise ,"  as she  called h e r, for m any  
years. The s tra in  of try ing  to  p rove  h e r  tru e  orig ins h a d  end ed  
w ith  "F ranço ise"  b e ing  p u t  in  an  in stitu tion . But m y a u n t— 
w h o  is a n o -n o n sen se  w o m a n —rem ain ed  conv inced  th a t her 
sto ry  w as true . T ha t even ing  in  L ondon , A u n t M ia h a n d e d  m e 
a book , Opal Whiteley: The Unsolved M ystery, by  E.S. B radburne, 
w h ich  I fell on  eagerly.
In  try ing  to  solve the  ridd le  of O p a l's  orig in , E.S. B radburne 
p o in te d  to  ex trao rd inary  fea tu res of the  d iary , w hich  w as 
litte red  w ith  F rench  w o rd s  a n d  h istorical allusions. O pal re ­
ferred  to herse lf as "P e tite  F rançoise" a n d  recited  rem arkable 
anag ram s th a t she h a d  lea rn ed  from  h e r "A ngel F a th er,"  her 
tru e  fa ther, w h o m  she  cam e to  believe w as the  explorer, Prince 
H en ri d 'O ré a n s.
"When we were come to the bridge, we made a stop and I did sing to the rivière 
a song. I sang it Le chant de Seine, de Havre, et Essonne et Nonette et Roullon et Iton 
et Darnetal et Ourcq et Rille et Loing et Eure et Audelle et Nonette et Sarc. I sang it as 
Angel Father did teach me to . . . ."
The first le tte rs  of these  a p p a ren tly  ran d o m  w o rd s  spell "H en ri 
d 'O rlé a n s ."
W hy sh o u ld  a child  of an  O reg o n  lum ber fam ily include 
m an y  such  rhym es in  h e r  diary? O n  pub lication , scoffers said 
the  d iary  m u s t be a forgery . E.S. B radburne  in  h e r book  m akes 
a po w erfu l case th a t O pal c o u ld n 't have  forged  the  diary. 
A m ongst the  ev idence for its au then tic ity , the  le tte rs  in  child ish  
scrip t on  the  orig inal pieces of p a p e r  w ere  too  close together for 
any  insertion .
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W ith th is A nastasia-type  sto ry  coursing  th ro u g h  m y  veins, I 
read  O p a l's  d iary  rep rin ted  in  B rad b u rn e 's  book. It w as w ritten  
in  a m ost peculiar, ch ild 's  la n g u a g e —m y A u n t M ia believed  the  
little girl w as tran sla tin g  the  F rench  syn tax  in to  English . For 
exam ple, O pal w ro te  of po tatoes:
"And I did have meditations about what things the eyes of potatoes do see there 
in the ground. I have thinks they do have seeing of black velvet moles and large 
earthworms that do get short in a quick way. And potato flowers above the ground do 
see the doings of the field—and maybe they do look away and see the willows that 
grow by the singing creek. . . . Being a potato must be interest—specially the having 
so many eyes."
I quickly read  the  w ho le  d iary  a n d  w as m uch  m oved . For 
ages I th o u g h t no  m ore abou t it.
T w enty-seven  years later, in  1987, I sh a red  a h o u se  w ith  m y 
A un t Mia n ea r O xford. O ne  m o rn in g  she a n n o u n c ed  th a t som e 
A m ericans w ere  com ing to see her. R obert N assif w as a 
com poser of m usic w h o  h a d  fallen in  love w ith  O p a l's  d iary  
and , like A u n t M ia, firm ly believed  it au then tic . H e h a d  w ritten  
a m usical version  of the  d iary  an d  w a n te d  to  learn  m ore  abou t 
O pal from  m y au n t. H e w as b ring ing  his m o th e r  a n d  sister w ith  
him . A u n t M ia asked  m e to let th em  in , a n d  d id  not w a n t m e 
sm oking  m y d isg u stin g  cigars in  the  d raw in g  room .
T ow ards lunch  tim e th e  bell rang , a n d  I w e n t to  the  door. A 
sm all, dark  y o u n g  A m erican  w o m an  stood  there . She w as 
Robert N assif's  sister, Patricia, a clinical law  p ro fesso r a t the  
U niversity  of Iowa. Seven m o n th s  later w e w ere  m arried  in  he r 
h om etow n  of C edar R apids, Iow a. I have  sp e n t m uch  of m y 
tim e in  Iow a ever since.
O pal's  d iary  h ad  b ro u g h t m e a w ife a n d  a n ew  life. But the  
literary  sto ry  of O pal in  o u r lives w as n o t done. Patricia h a d  
told m e th a t O pal as a teenager h a d  w ritten  a n a tu re  book  
called The Fairyland Around Us. O pal h a d  difficulty in  p u b lish ­
ing it, an d  in  the  e n d  abou t a h u n d re d  copies h a d  been  
privately  p rin ted , w h ich  the  au th o r herse lf h a d  illu stra ted . She 
h ad  sen t the  book to  som e em in en t s ta te sm en  a n d  scien tists in 
E urope, h o p in g  to a rouse  in terest.
Patricia explained  th a t he r b ro th e r  R obert w o u ld  give a n y ­
th ing  for a copy of The Fairyland Around Us. For years  he h ad
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b een  search ing  for it. H e h a d  em p loyed  second -hand  book 
specialists, w h o  h a d  scoured  A m erica for the  b o o k —b u t w ith ­
o u t success.
S hortly  after o u r  m arriage, I decided  to  read  the  original 
A m erican  ed ition  of O p a l's  d iary . The preface w ritten  by  Ellery 
Sedgw ick, ed ito r of " The A tlantic  M o n th ly ,"  refe rred  to  O pal's  
co rrespondence  from  the  d istin g u ish ed  m en  to  w h o m  she h ad  
sen t The Fairyland Around Us: " M any of these  letters . . . are 
m essages of th an k s  for copies of th a t first book of O p a l's  . . . 
bearing  sig n a tu res  to  d e ligh t th e  eyes of collectors of au to ­
g raphs: M. C lem enceau , M. Poincare, Lord Rayleigh . . . ."
I nearly  leap t o u t of m y chair. The Lord R ayleigh m en tioned  
w as m y m o th e r 's  g ran d fa th e r, the  w in n e r of a N obel Prize for 
physics. H e h a d  lived a t Terling Place, the  Rayleigh fam ily seat 
in  th e  English  coun ty  of Essex, w h ere  m y m o ther h a d  been  
b ro u g h t u p . I to ld  m y wife th a t The Fairyland Around Us m ust 
still be a t Terling Place. M y w ife looked  doubtfu l.
A  few  m o n th s  later, w h e n  w e w ere  in  E ngland , w e stayed  at 
Terling Place w ith  m y cousin  John , the  p re se n t Lord Rayleigh. 
I to ld  h im  of R obert's  g rea t desire  for the  book. H e w as 
generosity  itself: if I could  find  the  book  in  the  h u g e  library, of 
course  R obert m u st have  it.
N ext m o rn in g  I rose  early. For h o u rs  I searched  in  the  library 
w ith o u t success. A lm ost in  despair, I p icked  u p  a large, g reen, 
suede-covered  book  th a t h a d  no  title o n  the  sp ine. It w as The 
Fairyland Around Us, a n d  a le tte r w ritten  by  O pal to  m y 
g rea t-g ran d fa th er in  1918 fell from  its pages.
I felt a stab  in side  m e. I k n o w  w h a t C.S. Lew is w o u ld  have 
called th a t feeling. H e w o u ld  have  called it Joy.
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